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Introduction
Transnational higher education and collaborative partnerships are a
growing trend in UK higher education institutes (Baskerville, 2013). The
exponential growth described by Naidoo (2008) can be seen beyond the
UK in a global context, however, there are limited statistics to quantify this
(Department of Business Innovation and Skill, 2014; British Council, 2013)
in part due to breadth of modes that transnational education comprises.
The University of Bolton is no exception with 32 collaborative
partnerships, with 17 of those outside of the UK, primarily in developing
countries, with the Off Campus Division student body accounting for over
2000 students undertaking Undergraduate and Postgraduate degrees.
Providing a comparable experience for students being taught in
collaborative centres is a challenging concept dependent on a variety of
factors. Delivery challenges include whether the programme is flying
faculty versus franchise, the quality of training for local teaching staff for a
UK experience, and the quality of resources and support available at the
collaborative partner. Cultural and pedagogical challenges also arise
(Smith, 2014) alongside logistical challenges and appropriate
infrastructural developments.
To gain understanding and support developments in student experience a
pilot project was undertaken with students from a collaborative partner
centre in Sri Lanka that delivered University of Bolton programmes.
Methodology
A cohort of 17 recent MBA graduates were approached via e-mail to take
part in semi-structured interviews. Of those 17, 3 (2 females and 1 male)
responded to take part. Interviews took place in Sri Lanka and were
arranged around the work schedules of the graduates. Ethical clearance
was sought through the University procedures and information sheets and
consent forms were given to all of the participants.
The interviews were recorded and transcribed, and thematic content
analysis was used to identify themes from the semi structured interviews
which included; choice of programme, academic standards and cultural
expectations, identity as a student, engagement with the University of
Bolton (as a student, and post - graduation), academic rigour of the
programme.
Findings and Analysis
As outlined in the methodology a range of themes were identified during
coding outside of the initial deductive approach. However, this poster will
focus on student identity, and engagement with the University of Bolton.
Identity
Exploration of the student identity as an Off Campus student was one of the
key points in this research to understand what the University needed to do
to provide a comparable experience with students attending the University
of Bolton. The interviews documented several issues around identity. Firstly
the student’s primary identity did not fit with the institutional view of
students. This cohort were all working while undertaking their MBA and
their primary identity was professional, then student. In one case ‘student’
was their fourth identity behind wife and mother.
‘I was a professional then a student’.
Secondly, the university strategy of moving away from Flying faculty to a
franchise model had also rocked the identity of the students. They identified
strongly with the University of Bolton rather than the partner centre because
of the Flying Faculty.
‘I am proud (to be a UoB student) because I was taught by a UK lecturer, so it 
was as simple as getting the UK experience, only I studied here’.
Engagement
These students engaged with the flying faculty from the University of Bolton,
via the university email system. However, issues were raised with regards to
our institutional policy on communication. As they identified as professionals
first and foremost they accessed this channel of communication and very
often did not log on to the university system regularly.
Solutions to stronger engagement with the University of Bolton were
identified through the use of technology to create stronger links with flying
faculty. They would have liked us to contact them via their existing email
accounts and they were unsure if social media was a good tool as they felt
there was a variance in use of sites such as Facebook and Linkedin.
The students also felt that they needed a stronger link to promote the
university via a local alumni society to enhance the University brand to
enhance the worth of their degree.
Conclusions
Identity for students studying at collaborative partner centres can have an
impact on their studies, transitions arrangements and the use of
technology could be better implemented by the University of Bolton to
help student engage more fully in their studies and with the University of
Bolton. Further research at a range of collaborative partner centres will
give further insight into student identity and how the University of Bolton
can engage them.
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